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Jenelle Williams

I N VIT ED CONT RIB U T ION

in their failure to obtain basic literacy skills and reading
proficiency as required by the state." In 2014, the Michigan
Court of Appeals ruled in favor of the state of Michigan
and against the ACLU in its lawsuit on behalf of Highland
Park Schools students, alleging they receive an inadequate
education. NAEP data also affirmed that accountability
efforts were ineffective at improving outcomes for students:
“According to the 2017 National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP)...66% of 8th grade students
are not at or above proficient in reading. When we
compare Michigan’s scores to other states on the same
assessment…16 states and jurisdictions performed higher
in 8th grade reading.” (MDE, 2011)
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I

JENELLE WILLIAMS

t was the year 2000, and the world was full of infinite
possibilities. New to the teaching profession and
just married, I stood at the precipice of what came
next. This edge was both literal and figurative, as
my husband and I chose to spend our honeymoon
on the remote island of Newfoundland. The island, vaguely
reminiscent of the isles of Scotland, is home to tiny fishing
villages located along craggy cliffs. Not much more than a
single "Danger" sign provided a barrier between safety and a
terrible accident.
The literal precipice notwithstanding, this time in my
life was also filled with metaphorical cliffs–areas where I had
to decide whether to stay in relative safety or take a chance.
I had recently completed my first year as a middle-school
English and Social Studies teacher and learned a great deal
about myself, my students, and the community in which I was
teaching. I loved having the freedom to craft units of study
aligned to authentic reading and writing experiences and
the autonomy to make decisions based on what my students
needed, as opposed to state or district mandates. Even though
I was exhausted from the regular twelve-hour workdays, I was
looking ahead to beginning a Master’s degree in Reading. I
imagined myself as a Reading Specialist, working one-on-one
with adolescent readers to increase their confidence, skills,
and engagement with literacy. The educational climate at the
time made it possible to imagine this future without much
restriction–Common Core Standards had yet to be adopted,
standardized testing culture was nearly non-existent, and No
Child Left Behind was not on the horizon.
Increased Oversight and Accountability
Two short years later in 2002, No Child Left Behind was
enacted, and the educational landscape was forever changed.
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) was in effect
from 2002–2015. It updated the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA). The law applied to all K–12 public
schools in the United States. The goal of NCLB was to provide
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more education opportunities for students. It focused on four
key groups:
Students in poverty
Students of color
Students receiving special education services
Those who speak and understand limited or no English
NCLB held schools accountable for how kids learn
and achieve. It did this through annual testing, reporting,
improvement targets, and penalties for schools.
Accountability became a common word, and springtime
was synonymous with testing. In my district, messaging from
leadership changed from, “We don’t worry about standardized
testing” to “Please let your building principal know your
exact plans to prepare students for the upcoming test.” A few
short years later in 2010, the state of Michigan adopted the
Common Core Standards for English language arts, causing
educators to yet again reconsider priorities in their instruction.
As a classroom educator myself, I had to shift from planning
instruction based on my students’ needs to considering how
to address the expectations of Common Core despite the
wide array of strengths and needs in my classroom. One key
difference–of many–was an increased emphasis on measuring
students’ reading comprehension levels and assigning a
number to that level, in order to determine if each student was
“on grade level” with their reading. This is something that I
had not directly measured in the past; instead, I had placed
greater emphasis on students’ interest and motivation to
read a particular text. This is not to say that having common
expectations is a bad thing–quite the contrary–but it did
signify an additional shift toward "Danger" signs for students
who did not meet expectations. One example of a dangerous
shift was the use of data teams at my middle school to identify
students for reading interventions based on standardized
testing data. Common expectations can bring coherence
across classrooms, ensuring that students have similar access
to quality learning experiences and are equally prepared to
engage with new content in subsequent years. However, if
those common expectations are unrealistic, based on faulty
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logic, or connected with high-stakes consequences, we run
the risk of doing more harm than good. For example, the
state of Michigan adopted College Board standardized testing
for accountability purposes in 2016. It is worth noting that
[s]ince their inception almost a century ago, the
[standardized] tests have been instruments of racism
and a biased system. Decades of research demonstrate
that Black, Latin(o/a/x), and Native students, as well as
students from some Asian groups, experience bias from
standardized tests administered from early childhood
through college.
The outcomes of these standardized tests for accountability
not only impact students, in terms of access to college and
scholarships, but also teacher evaluations. In Michigan,
legislation requires that 40 percent of teacher and
administrator evaluations be based on student growth and
assessment data. Not only do these tests hold potentially
negative consequences for teacher evaluation and student
outcomes, they also come with a high cost in terms of
instructional time. Michigan’s eleventh-grade students spend
approximately nine hours of testing on standardized tests
alone–this does not include any benchmark testing, common
assessments, or individual classroom assessments that may be
given. (Mauriello, 2022)
The claims that increased accountability would result in
greater gains for students did not bear fruit; in fact, it raised
overall awareness of the continued discrepancies in students’
educational experiences, and students began to rise up. The
Michigan ACLU filed the lawsuit on behalf of eight students,
alleging "inadequate and deficient instruction has resulted

A Small Win for Students
In 2020, the figurative tide turned in students’ favor
with the ruling on the Detroit Public Schools “literacy as a
civil right” case. “One cannot effectively vote, answer a jury
summons, pay taxes or even read a road sign if illiterate,”
wrote Judge Eric Clay, and so where “a group of children
is relegated to a school system that does not provide even
a plausible chance to attain literacy, we hold that the
Constitution provides them with a remedy.” If increased
accountability efforts such as No Child Left Behind could not
increase students’ achievement in literacy, then what would?
Today’s Educational Climate
Much of this historical context continues to impact
educators today; additionally, teachers must also navigate
preparing students for the possibility of school shootings,
responding to censorship of educational materials and
instruction, and balancing the challenges of pandemic
teaching in a climate of extreme accountability. This
landscape is riddled with "Danger" signs, and the effects of
stepping off the cliff have extreme consequences. In this
landscape, it would be easy to lose hope, and many educators
have chosen to leave the profession. In fact, we know that
nationwide numbers of teachers leaving the profession in
2022 are approximately three times higher than ten years
prior. (Mauriello, 2022) What about those who have stayed?
Those who are preparing to join the profession? How might
we re-envision this time–this precipice–as a time of hope,
resilience, and possibility?
For the first time in over two decades, educators have
a clear vision for student-centered teaching and learning
that focus on authentic engagement in deep learning and
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intentional scaffolding of students’ literacy development.
Efforts around the role of culturally sustaining practices,
inquiry, and social emotional learning have infused our
research-based practices in all content areas, and educators
have continued to refine the role of literacy at the secondary
level. This, as opposed to top-down accountability approaches,
is where we have the possibility of truly increasing not only
literacy achievement but also the everyday experience of
learning for every student. It is, of course, somewhat of a
precipice–this is uncharted territory for many educators.
In the state of Michigan, significant collaborative efforts
are taking place to bring coherence to improving literacy
instruction for all students. The suite of Essential Practices
documents are one outcome of such collaborative efforts.
University researchers, education consultants, professional
organizations, and teachers have come together to interpret
evidence-based practices around literacy and translate
those practices into documents that are used throughout
the state of Michigan and, in some cases, in other states as
well. The documents span from Birth through Grade 12
and include systems-focused practices, coaching practices,
and instructional practices. At the secondary level, the
Essential Instructional Practices for Disciplinary Literacy in
the Secondary Classroom outline ten instructional practices
that should occur with every student in every course on a
regular basis. These research-supported practices can make “a
measurable positive difference in the literacy development and
achievement of secondary students in the state.” (Michigan
Association of Intermediate School Administrators General
Education Leadership Network Disciplinary Literacy
Task Force, 2019) The Disciplinary Literacy Task Force, a
group of content-area consultants across Michigan, work
collaboratively to develop professional learning experiences,
resources, and networking opportunities for educators to
determine ways to implement disciplinary literacy that take
their current context into account. To access all available
resources, including Resource Hubs aligned to the Essential
Practices, educators are encouraged to visit our website. This
grassroots effort, as opposed to a top-down initiative, honors
educators’ agency, creativity, and voice.
Over the last two decades, it has become increasingly clear
that students and teachers alike view literacy as a fundamental
right of learning, while also recognizing the distance we have
yet to go to provide critical and effective literacy instruction
for all K-12 students. The authors of this special edition of the
Language Arts Journal of Michigan explore the intersections
10
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and implications of disciplinary literacy instruction and
social justice. As you read, keep the following questions in
your mind:
•
Whose literacies count and whose do not?
•
What does it mean to enact literacy as a civil right?
In what ways is literacy education an act of advocacy?
•
What does literacy look like across disciplines and
contexts? What can ELA educators learn from
educators in other disciplines?
In “Enacting Disciplinary Literacy Instruction: Essential
Practices in Action, the authors explore literacy practices
within Equitable Futures projects that empower adolescents to
tackle relevant social issues in their communities. “Journeying
Toward Liberation: Creating Civic Utopias Through
Restorative Literacies” explores three educators’ personal
stories, as well as the role of enacting restorative literacies
alongside BIPOC and QTBIPOC students. The authors of
“Literacy as a Civil Right in the Past, Present, and Future”
provide historical context that led to the development of the
Essential Instructional Practices for Disciplinary Literacy in
the Secondary Classroom document, and they offer insights
as to the intersections between social justice and disciplinary
literacy. In “Teaching with the Genius in Mind”, the authors
explore the impact of participating in MCTE’s summer
professional book club on Gholdy Muhammad’s Cultivating
Genius: An Equity Framework for Culturally and Historically
Responsive Literacy, and offer examples of enacting the
historically responsive framework across multiple grade
levels. While each article is unique in its area of focus, all of
the articles share a willingness to interrogate the status quo
and leverage literacy in order to empower all students.
Looking Ahead
It is difficult to imagine what the 2022-2023 school year
holds for education, much less what the educational landscape
will look like five years from now. Will our countries’
increasing political divide continue to affect teachers’ rights
to provide inclusive texts and explore challenging (but
important) topics as part of instruction? Will politicians
rethink harsh accountability measures and find ways to
bring (and keep) educators into Michigan’s classrooms?
Regardless of the outcomes of any of these questions, we
know that we can continue to move forward and choose to
view our classrooms as landscapes full of infinite possibilities.
We will continue to center students, honoring the literacies
they bring to our classrooms and exposing them to literacies

valued in all disciplines. We will step out on the precipice into
an unknown future, safe in the knowledge that we are part of
a wider community that is committed to the right work for
students.
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